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THE ELEMENT OF PROGRESS IN CHRISTIAN 
THEOLOGY 

Among the comments which the editorial article in our July 
issue on "A New Type of Christianity" has called forth two seem to 
us to justify and call for a further word from us. 

The Watchman of Boston concludes its comment as follows: 

On the whole, the trouble with the editorial in the Biblical World is that it 
gives the impression that it was written in a cloister by one who is ignorant of 
the character of the Christianity of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. It 
smells of books rather than of men. It sets up a man of straw, a type of Chris- 
tianity which has not existed for hundreds of years, in order to criticize it. If 
the thirteen editors of the Biblical World will get outside the walls of the Univer- 
sity and become acquainted with Christianity as it lives in the lives of men and 
women, they will learn that what they assume to be a new type of Christianity 
is not new in any sense, but is the Christianity of the common men and women 
who make up our churches. 

The Journal and Messenger of Cincinnati says: 

The editorial admits that "there is one question respecting it that is as yet 
unanswered. It will be scientific, ethical, practical, and altruistic; will it be 
religious?" We answer: Oh, yes, it will be religious; but it will not be Chris- 
tianity. It will be rationalism, the same old fellow with whom we have battled 
for the decades and the century past, coming to us a little "transmogrified," 
but still the same old traitor. He prophesies "not the things that be of God, 
but the things that be of men." The editorial closes with this sentence: "It 
will not be the religion of authority; will it be the religion of the Spirit?" It is 
safe to answer in the negative. The religion of the Spirit gives the Spirit some- 
thing to do. It looks to him for a work of grace, the regeneration of the soul. 
That is what the "new type of Christianity" does not recognize as needful. 
There is no Christ in it; no Holy Spirit in it. It cannot be Christian. 
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These criticisms cannot of course both be valid. What we have 
affirmed cannot be the Christianity of the common men and women 
who make up the churches, and at the same time quite out of the 
pale of Christianity. In fact each criticism is an answer to the other. 
We may legitimately appeal to the first writer to prove to the second 
that our views are not wholly un-Christian, but are commonly held 
by present-day Christians, and to the second to prove that what we 
wrote is not so commonplace as to be unworthy of utterance. 

But there is a much more serious question at issue than the pro- 
priety of our utterance. We are glad to have the assurance of the 
Watchman that the views we stated are widely held. We ourselves 
affirmed that the type of Christianity we described was already in 
existence, and was only partly new. How new its new elements 
are, or how widely they are held, are matters of relatively little con- 
sequence. The more vital question is whether the existence of new 
elements in a type of Christianity condemns it, as several of those 
who have criticized our utterances seem to feel. Is Christianity intel- 
lectually immobile ? Or is it, on the contrary, always open to the 
acceptance of new light, and consequent modification of old views ? 

On this point we believe it important steadfastly to maintain that 
the latter view, so far from being un-Christian, is integral to Chris- 
tianity and essential to its strength and progress. As we have before 
affirmed in these pages, the capacity for receiving increments of 
truth and leaving behind those partial truths which are displaced 
by new and clearer perception of truth, was stamped on our re- 
ligion by its Founder. Jesus not only pointed out the invalidity of 
certain elements of the Old Testament morality, and opened the 
eyes of men to larger views of truth, but he did this in such way as 
to imply that a like right belonged to others in proportion as they 
also possessed the requisite insight, which is itself conditioned on 
filial fellowship with God. The apostle Paul followed in the foot- 
steps of his Master in this matter. With perhaps a less clear percep- 
tion of the principle involved than Jesus possessed, he yet even more 
expressly affirmed the displacement of ordinances and statutes by 
principles of action that left to the individual large liberty and corre- 
spondingly large responsibility in respect to conduct. "If ye are 
led by the Spirit ye are not under law," he declared, and in that 
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declaration committed himself to the religion of the Spirit as against 
that of any other authority, and to the morality of love as against 
that of statute. 

Now, in this principle, central in the teaching both of Jesus and of 
Paul, is involved the right and the duty of the church to be ever moving 
forward into larger knowledge of truth, and, if need require, to new 
conceptions of duty. Herein, moreover, is one secret of stability, 
not in unchangeableness of belief, not in adherence to the dogmas or 
practices of the past in the face of access of knowledge calling for 
their modification, but in steadfast adherence to the effort to find 
the truth, and to conform our action to the truth. It is on persistence 
in this effort that all other sciences found their claim to the attention 
and respect of men. In so far as Christian theology and ethics lag 
behind, grudgingly conceding the principle, they not only lose influence 
with thoughtful men, but belie the Spirit that gave Christianity its 
birth. It was the scribes and Pharisees that stood for the stability 
of immovableness; it was Jesus and Paul who defended the principle 
of progress in the perception of truth, with consequent revision and 
deepening of the definitions of truth and duty, and depended on these 
things to secure stability. 

This is not to say that everything is fluid and uncertain. The 
great principles of the Christian religion and morality, faith in the 
Heavenly Father, and love toward our fellow-men — after the test 
of centuries of experience these abide unshaken and unshakable. 
And with them stand the revelation of God in the person of his Son 
Jesus Christ, the abiding presence and work of the Holy Spirit in 
the hearts of men of faith, the sinfulness of sin, the duty of repentance, 
the possibility of forgiveness and of the life of fellowship with God, 
issuing in a life of devotion, like that of Jesus, to the doing of God's 
will and the service of mankind. 

These things remain unshaken in the hearts and faith of Christian 
men, not because they are in principle exempt from investigation, but 
because they are firmly attested in Christian experience. But there 
are many other matters with which theology has been wont to con- 
cern itself which neither in principle nor by experience are placed 
beyond the pale or necessity of investigation. Respecting all these, 
-whether they pertain to the cosmogony of the Book of Genesis, or 
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theories of atonement, or the authority of Scripture, or the validity 
of the apocalyptic elements of New Testament eschatology, Christian 
thinkers have and must maintain the right of investigation and the 
duty of accepting the results of such investigation, whether these 
accord with views previously held or are perchance quite new. 
It still belongs to the scribe instructed unto the Kingdom of God to 
bring forth things both new and old. It is still in the power of the 
Holy Spirit to lead Christians into all truth. 

We regret that our defense of this important principle of our 
religion should seem to any of our fellow-Christians to be essentially 
un-Christian. Their denial of the possibility of the gospel's capacity 
to appropriate our growing knowledge of God's universe forces us 
to the conviction that they have misread the New Testament, and 
unwittingly abandoned the position which Jesus occupied and for 
which the apostle Paul vigorously contended. But we are very far 
from affirming that they are therefore not Christians. For as in 
the days of the apostles, so now also there is room in the Christian 
church for the sincere and conscientious adherents of authority- 
religion, and for the emulators of the great apostle of freedom. Let 
every modern apostle and teacher give each to the other right hands 
of fellowship as a pledge that the gospel which they hold in common, 
though not indeed without those specific elements of difference 
which the experience of each demands, they will preach, each to 
those to whom each is sent, and, speaking the truth with fidelity to 
individual conviction, will speak it also in love. 



